The neural and neuro-endocrine component of the human thymus. II. Hormone immunoreactivity.
We evaluated the presence of anterior pituitary hormones; follicle-stimulating hormone (FSH) and its beta-subunit (beta-FSH), luteinizing hormone (LH) and its beta-subunit (beta-LH), beta-subunit of thyroid-stimulating hormone (beta-TSH), adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH), growth hormone (GH), and prolactin (PRL); the placental hormone human chorionic gonadotropin (hCG); and somatostatin, in paraffin and frozen sections of the human thymus. Epithelial cells in the medulla were immunoreactive for most of these hormones, in varying density and intensity of labeling. The cells labeled varied from epithelial cells surrounding Hassall's corpuscles toward solitary cells or small epithelial aggregates in the medulla. FSH immunoreactivity did occur predominantly in epithelial cells of the cortex, in apparent contrast to the predominant medullary location of cells immunolabeled for beta-FSH. The epithelial nature of FSH-immunoreactive cells was confirmed by two-color immunohistochemistry with anti-keratin antibody. In addition to FSH, some epithelial cells in subcapsule and cortex were labeled by antibodies to beta-FSH, beta-LH, beta-TSH, ACTH, GH, and PRL. Some macrophage-like cells surrounded by a rosette of lymphocytes were immunoreactive for FSH and GH. Some interdigitating reticulum-like cells were labeled by anti-beta-LH. Immunolabeling of lymphocytes was found for hCG, especially lymphocytes in the medulla. Two-color immunohistochemistry with anti-CD3 revealed a strong CD3 expression on hCG-immunoreactive cells, whereas CD3-negative cells were hCG-negative. T cells immunolabeled for hCG were also found in peripheral lymphoid organs.